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that God himself is greatly interested 
in honoring his Word. It ought to be 
well understood that the Word of God 
is not honored when untruth is told 
about it, or when the plain truth about 
it is denied or concealed. And we 
cannot easily believe that God is 
well pleased when methods like these 
are resorted to in commending it to 
men. 

It is not necessary to expend much 
effort in convincing the "plain man" 
that the Bible is not infallible. He 
knows that pretty well already. There 
are, as I have said, millions of the very 
ignorant and fanatical to whom no 



theory about it will be credible which is 
not tinged with magic. But the "plain 
man" is the key of the situation; it is 
with him that we must learn to deal. 
And he does not need to be told what 
the Bible is not; but he does need to be 
told what it is. He is quite capable 
of understanding the truth about it, and 
of being convinced of its great value to 
him. And it is highly important, at 
this juncture, that the men who are 
called to the leadership of thought in 
our Protestant churches should see to 
it that the "plain man" is given a view 
of the Bible which will convince his 
reason and satisfy his moral sense. 
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Dr. Holt is no mere theorizer on the important matter he here discusses. For several 
years he has been a student and lecturer on the work of the rural church and his 
opinions, whether one agrees with them or not, are worthy of most serious attention. 



To a student of modern rural life 
nothing is more interesting than the 
itching of some four or five rural insti- 
tutions to become the accepted "com- 
munity center" of the reorganized rural 
community. One need not attend very 
many meetings of social organizations, 
public-school associations, or religious 
organizations without detecting a more 
or less conscious desire to be center in 
the new rural community. Among these 
champions of various types is a strong 



and respectable group who would make 
the church perform this function. Their 
slogan is sometimes stated, "nothing 
happening without the church." The 
church is to be the center around which 
all the work of the community organizes. 
There is very little the minister ought 
not to know. He should be expert 
farm adviser, superintendent of play- 
grounds, promoter of community health, 
leader in community marketing, as well 
as preacher and director of religious 
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education inside his church. All this 
follows logically if the church is to 
become the community center. The 
chief obstacle in the realization of this 
program is of course the denominational 
one, and in consequence there is a 
perpetual roar of protest against denomi- 
nations in the rural community. The 
denomination is organized from a center 
outside the community and of course 
most effectively blocks any attempt at 
making the local church a community 
center. 

Now the thesis of this article, briefly 
stated, is that the sooner the Protestant 
churches lose their anxiety to be com- 
munity centers the sooner will they 
begin to serve the community in accord- 
ance with the true genius of the church. 
It is a devitalizing ambition and shows 
itself in several forms of weakness. If 
the Protestant church is to become a 
community center, it must strike a 
level with the community, which will 
rob it of its own certainty and prophetic 
power. A community program for a 
church is good; a community platform 
is bad. 

The community center must be lo- 
cated with reference to the community. 
The church centers in a stream of 
spiritual and social life entirely outside 
that community and is in that com- 
munity to speak in terms of a life that 
the community cannot of itself pro- 
duce. It serves by being imperial- 
istic. The church cannot ultimately 
be a social center because it must often 
divide the community. A great many 
people have the very queer notion that 
if the credal differences were dropped 
the whole community would naturally 
flow together into one channel and that 



religious. But a program of social 
righteousness and personal purity will 
draw lines sufficiently distinct in any 
community to keep that community 
from being centered around the organiza- 
tion which draws these lines. Is the 
church never again to bring a sword to 
the rural community? The ideal is 
nearer to the Catholic theory than it 
is to that of the Protestant; for the 
Catholic believes that the church should 
absorb the community with all its activi- 
ties, whereas the Protestant thinks of the 
church as a leavening and criticizing 
force inside the community life. 

It seems petty to criticize those who 
wish to make the church a community 
center, because their efforts grow out 
of an attempt to be loyal to the church 
and to relate the church to the com- 
munity. Their efforts would be more 
successful if they would discriminate 
between a church with a community 
platform and a church with a Christian 
platform and a community program. 
The church gets its platform from God 
through Jesus; it ought to have a com- 
munity program but not a community 
platform. The Christian doctrine of 
service is not to be interpreted in a way 
which makes Christianity less christo- 
centric. If an organization which ac- 
cepts Jesus as Lord and Master can 
organize the activities of the community, 
let us be glad that life can organize on 
such a high plane and let it be forever 
an ideal that Christian principles shall 
prevail in all the activities of the com- 
munity. But the church will best 
accomplish this, not by striking an 
average of the community like an enter- 
tainment association or a lecture plat- 
form, but by keeping itself free to criti- 



16 



THE BIBLICAL WORLD 



cize 3rd to praise in the name of a type 
of life which claimed a worth so supreme 
that it could say half of the community 
shall be taken and the other half left. 

All this is not in any way to be inter- 
preted as a criticism of the attempt to 
give to the rural community more 
tangible form and to locate a center. 
There is an imperative need of this. 
Such organizations as the neighborhood 
improvement associations and kindred 
organizations which are nation-wide in 
their development will accomplish this 
task. The church which must moralize 
and idealize that community in terms 
of the kingdom of God on earth needs 
to have that community defined and 
to a certain extent created. At present 
in too many places the church lacks an 
organic life in which it can function. 
Here the minister should be quick to 
help start organizations which can 
create an outward form for the com- 
munity, but the church must reserve 
for itself the task of idealizing that com- 
munity and energizing its inner life. 
Other organizations will function inside 
this neighborhood organization. The 
school will make its contribution, the 
social club will make its contribution. 
All will function as free institutions 



inside an organic life which will best be 
served by a free church. And as a 
corollary of this view it might be men- 
tioned that many communities can stand 
two churches even as they can stand 
two political parties and two grocery 
stores and two doctors, and be none 
the poorer, provided the churches and 
the grocery stores have a community 
program. It could even be maintained, 
I think, that as a community is all the 
better if it has a progressive and con- 
servative political party it may be all 
the better if it has two churches, one a 
conservative and the other a progressive. 
At least the right of a church to exist 
is determined by the quality of its 
message and the need of the community 
for the message. The task of the church 
is to radiate moral and spiritual energy. 
Only occasionally will the church be 
popular enough to secure a majority 
vote. For a church which is leavening 
the community to withdraw just because 
there is another church may sometimes 
be treachery to the community. The 
community needs a moral and spiritual 
Lord more than it needs a social center. 
They are not to be identified. The 
church should know which it is to 
furnish. 



